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Abstract
The white-clad form of a sailor clambered out of the after battery hatch, lingered restlessly for
a moment; then peered down into the same open hatch...
Voltage 
Drop 
by Roderic G. Howarth 
THE white-clad form of a sailor clambered out of the after battery hatch, lingered restlessly for a moment; 
then peered down into the same open hatch. 
"Hey, Dan! Get a move on!" 
"Okay, okay!" Dan's voice grew loud and then hushed as 
he popped out of the hatch. "Take it easy, Mike, we've got 
all night." Stepping out on deck, Dan breathed deeply in 
the cane-scented air. Heat waves lifted a shimmering curtain 
over the far shore of the harbor, drawing his gaze upward, 
over the palm trees, to the towering peaks of Kauaii's moun-
tains. The sun lay hidden behind them, spreading a green 
and gold halo in the evening sky. Dan smiled, wishing he 
could carve the scene in his mind. 
Turning, he followed Mike down the gangway. A frown 
settled on his features as he watched his friend march along. 
Mike had been acting touchy all day. For that matter, he 
had been hard to get along with for several months now. Dan 
quickened his pace, and they walked abreast down the con-
crete pier, their steps sharp in the still air. 
"How'd you get the chief to let you off tonight, Mike?" 
"Don't mention that bastard Polack!" Mike's heels came 
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down harder, and faster. Almost invisible lips were pressed 
hard together in his scarred, rocky face. "He's not on board — 
that's why I was in a hurry." 
Dan remained silent, thinking. Mike walked like an 
angry robot, swinging his arms as if he were smashing down 
every one of the long days they had spent in the yards. 
Friend or not, Mike was getting damned hard to put up 
with. You couldn't really blame him though — fighting with 
Supply on the base, trying to keep his gang in spare parts, 
and all the time the chief riding him. Even now, first night 
ashore after the shakedown cruise, Mike looked as if he was 
thinking way off in the clouds somewhere. Dan smiled, a 
little surprised at himself. It wasn't really funny. 
Dan jerked his mind back to things at hand and watched 
the town unfold as they walked. Warehouses rose high on 
their left; a few stores leaned sleepily against the sidewalk. 
Farther ahead, they could make out a cafe, a couple of night 
spots, and a run-down gas station. Coming to a side street 
that led off to the mountains, they hesitated, and then moved 
on. 
"Any ideas, Mike?" 
Mike waved his arm at the cafe. "Let's get some chow." 
"Okay." 
The cafe was imitation stateside. A counter down one 
wall stacked with cellophane-wrapped junk, booths down 
the other, too low and too lumpy, the tables too high. Dan 
eased himself into a chair at a center table. He watched 
Mike carefully. Mike's fingers trembled as he lit a cigarette, 
drew the smoke deep, and forced it out harshly. His body was 
stiff, erect, hardly needing the chair. He was a small man, 
with wide shoulders and narrow hips. Cold gray eyes watched 
the window, then the curling smoke, then the waitress as 
she slid food onto the table. 
"Eat — and relax." Dan commanded. 
"What for?" 
"Why not?" 
"That damn Polack has been on my back for six 
months — ever since we went into the yard — fourteen hours 
a day. Thirty thousand separate parts I gotta keep track of. 
An' he wants to know a dozen times a day where a dozen 
different parts are, what their serial number is, and how 
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many we got. Then at ten o'clock at night I ask for liberty. 
What's he do? He shoves out that underslung jaw, grins 
around those yellow teeth, and says, 'I got a stack of supply 
orders for you to make out/ I tell you, Dan, I'm gonna go 
off my rocker." 
"What you need is a couple of good belts of whiskey." 
Dan picked up the check, paid, and headed for the door. 
"Come on; let's go investigate that side street." 
They lingered in front of the cafe for a moment, sur-
prised that they had been there so long. Darkness had 
gathered, soaked up the twilight, and wrapped the scattered 
street lamps in cones of dusty light. Mike and Dan crossed 
the pavement and headed back for the side street. Dark grass 
silenced their footsteps. Night birds warbled from the under-
growth, their notes rising and falling as a lone bat darted 
among the palm fronds. 
Suddenly, twin beams of light swung onto the pavement 
and roared toward the two figures in white. The blinding 
fingers of light pointed directly at them. Dan leaped and 
shouted. "Look out!" Mike landed heavily in the ditch be-
side him. The car sped by in a cloud of dust and noise. A 
man's head and shoulders leaned out of a window, his brown 
Polynesian face shouting. 
"Tonight you die! Swabby!" The car was gone, but the 
threatening scream echoed in the air. Dan climbed out of 
the ditch and offered a hand to Mike. 
"Looks like the natives are restless." 
"Yeah," Mike grunted. "It's a good thing for them that 
they didn't stop." 
"Sure — sure. Now I think we both need a drink." 
Glancing furtively around, and sharply attentive to every 
sound, they walked on. The side street narrowed away into 
the night and ended abruptly under the yellow glow of a 
street lamp. A dark square shape rose from the palmettoes 
beside the lamp, holding rectangles of dusty light, and send-
ing out strains of music to float on the night air. Soft, muted 
horns cried out for girls and dancing. Vibrant drums voiced 
throbbing jungle rhythms. 
Dan paused at the door, dusted his uniform, and followed 
Mike into the dim tropical room. The bar lay against the 
back wall, opposite the brown-skinned musicians who sat 
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amidst odd-looking plants that grew out of buckets. Tables 
and chairs were scattered among the rough brown posts that 
rose to meet the ceiling. Corrugated iron walls circled the 
cement floor, trying in vain to hide behind the decorative 
palm fronds. Dan dropped his lanky frame into a chair, 
flipped his hat onto the table, and waved an arm at the bar-
maid. She sidled across the floor, a suggestive swing in her 
movements and a wry smile playing on her face as she drew 
near. The flower tucked into her hair looked oddly out of 
place. 
"What'll it be, boys?" 
"Whiskey." 
"Same/' 
Dan smiled as she tilted her hips and sauntered away. 
"How about that, Mike?" 
"Fair enough, but Knobby had her under control when 
we came in. Take a look around for more game while I get 
some cigarettes." 
Mike made his way to the bar while Dan settled back 
and let his eyes roam lightly over the crowd. It didn't look 
good; they weren't mixing. The sailors were on one side and 
the natives on the other. Not many girls either. Six — maybe 
eight. The sailors were having a good time though, laughing 
and dancing with all the girls. Dan turned in his chair to 
glance at the bar. Mike was coming back now. He bumped 
into a native boy on the way, and then stepped aside. Dan 
frowned as he watched. Mike was getting tense. The native 
spoke, listened, then spoke again, pointing toward the door 
and then at his watch. Mike smiled coldly, nodded, then 
made his way back to the table. A devilish grin played about 
the corners of his thin lips. He handed his wallet to Dan 
and sat down. 
"Keep that for me, Dan; and give me your ring." The 
words were light — too light. 
"My ring? What the hell for? You've got a ring." 
"For my other hand. I've got a fight." 
Dan tried to look surprised. "Who with? What for?" 
"Nothing. That fellow I bumped into asked me if I 
wanted to fight, and I told him I'd be happy to accommodate 
him." 
Dan glanced quickly at the native crowd. They looked 
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bigger now; muscles all over the place. Sitting in tight 
bunches, they hurled angry looks across the floor. "Like hell, 
'nothin.' You damned idiot. Look at 'em! We got all their 
women. Every one of those Kanakas is spoiling for a brawl." 
Dan growled and slammed his ring down on the table. 
"What are you trying to do?" 
Mike settled back in his chair. Pale hands, steady now, 
checked the square knot in his neckerchief and slipped on 
the extra ring. Leaning closer to the table, he wrapped his 
fingers slowly around the frosted whiskey glass and looked 
hard at Dan. 
"You remember all the trouble you had in Yoko?" 
"Yeah." Dan nodded his head. "You was right behind 
me." 
"Well — it's like that with me now. If I don't do some-
thing — well — dammit the next time I see that lousy Polack, 
I'll kill him if he even so much as smiles." Mike's gray, un-
blinking eyes grew angry, defiant. 
"He isn't the only one who ever gave you a bad time, 
Mike." 
"I know, but it's never bothered me like this before. 1 
don't want to get in trouble on the boat. This guy's a 
stranger — I'd rather have it that way — and he asked for it." 
Dan remembered the car, the friendly girls, and the angry 
looks. He glanced again at the natives. The fighter was lean-
ing over a table, talking urgently with the others. "Looks like 
your man's ready, Mike. Sure you want to do it this way?" 
"I'm sure." 
"The odds are bad. You expect help?" 
Mike stood up, moved around the table and toward the 
door. He stopped; then laid his hand on Dan's shoulder. "If 
I need it —you'll be there." He turned his back quickly 
and disappeared through the doorway. 
Dan laid his watch on the table and marked the progress 
of the hands. Five minutes. He looked up. Two places 
empty. Ten minutes. Four places empty. He gulped the last 
of the whiskey. His body felt like a nervous spring. He stood 
up and walked over to the table where several of his ship-
mates were sitting. 
"Mike's in trouble. Five to one. Outside." Dan walked 
on toward the door, listening to the scrape of chairs and the 
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solid fall of footsteps behind him. Outside, the street lamp 
threw harsh light over the ring of natives. Dan's blood went 
thin. There must have been at least fifty of them. Damn — 
only a dozen of us — they must have been hiding in the trees. 
The sailors spread around the ring and pushed their way 
toward the center from every direction. The crowd stood 
silent, watching. Mike and the native whirled and danced 
in the primitive circle. Lamplight sparkled through the ris-
ing dust, heightening the wThiteness of Mike's face, casting 
dim fleeting shadows of flashing arms. His body bobbed and 
weaved on taut legs. His lips and eyes drew tight with each 
probing punch, then settled into grim watchfulness after 
the counter. The native ducked as Mike swung wide, then 
lunged against him, smashing him against a parked car. Mike 
twisted, grinning wildly and laughing as he buried his fist 
in the native's gut, then danced away. The native came back 
low. Mike's face was set, hard and grim as he taunted, "Come 
on, Punk, hit me!" Mike smashed the native to the ground 
and moved in to work with his feet. A murmur ran through 
the crowd as they moved closer. Dan tried to will them back, 
fear rising frantically in his mind. 
"No! Mike! No!" 
Mike stopped, hesitated, then moved back. Confidence 
faded from his face as he looked around, noticing the omin-
ous crowd. The native got up and began to circle warily. 
Mike stepped in, his fist moving in a wicked jab, his foot 
slipping in the loose gravel. He stumbled, then tried to 
dance away. The native wrapped his arms under Mike's 
neck, drew Mike's head into his gut, and tried to lever him 
into the air. Mike's hand groped in vain for a hold; his 
breath rasping loudly. He choked, mouthed his defeat, and 
slumped against the parked car as the native released him. 
Voices rose as the crowd milled, expectant, nervous. Mike 
shook his head, wiped his bloody lips with a white sleeve, 
then staggered toward the native. A huge Polynesian moved 
through the crowd to stand between them, one hand 
clamped like a steel claw on Mike's shoulder. Lamplight 
glistened on his heavy brown face; his voice thundered down 
on the crowd. 
"All right — all right — the fight's over. Any more trouble 
and I'll handle it." He peered up the street, then turned to 
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Mike and Dan. "You guys better get out of here. The Shore 
Patrol is coming and this crowd might get nasty/' 
Dan grabbed Mike by the arm and hustled him into the 
darkness of the trees. They moved quickly through the deep 
shadows, ignoring the tangle of thorns and bushes. Dan 
led the way, stumbling and groping, almost convinced he was 
lost. Suddenly they broke through onto a narrow road. Dan 
stopped, lit cigarettes, and handed one to Mike. 
"Well?" 
Mike drew deep of the smoke, held it, and exhaled long 
and slowly. He smiled, moonlight glinting on his blood-
streaked face. 'Tm okay." He laughed softly, punched Dan 
lightly on the shoulder, and moved off down the road. His 
arms swung easily at his sides; his steps rhythmic, carrying 
him along in a smooth flowing walk. "Come on, Dan." Mike 
grinned. "Let's go back to the boat and have a cup of coffee." 
